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	I was thinking about the ass of a woman I'd seen a couple weeks earlier on 34th Street when Hirsch rang.
	"Busy?"
	"Sort of."
	Come see me anyway."
	In his office he said, "Guy came in.  Claims his wife's changed."
	"Changed what?"
	"Herself.  Differen't now.  Wants to know why."
	"Changed wife: we do this?"
	Hirsch shrugged.  "He paid."
	"Who interviewed him?"
	"Burns."
	"Burns can't handle it?"
	"Guy gave him the creeps.  OK, who's this an impression of:" he stared at a point in space.  "Is this it?  Is this it?  Is this it?"
	I shrugged.
	"Ray Charles with a Rubik's Cube."
	"Uh-huh.  Where's Burns?"
	"You're a detective.  Find him."
	Burns was in his office.
	"So this guy," I said.
	"Yeah.  Boris Kshishnev."  He pushed a file across the desk.  "Daffy.  Says his wife's changed.  Yeah, right.  Probably won't go down on him.  Or maybe it's now she will.  Anyway, I told Hirsch it was stupid.  Won't do it."
	"How come you get to not do it, and I don't?"
	Burns shrugged.
	"'Boris.'  What does he do, opera singer?  Spy?"
	"Computer shit.  Like everybody now."
	"Not you."
	"Uh-huh."
	"Or me."
	"No."
	"Or Ken Cassidy."  We still had Ken Cassidy then, coming in at night to clean.  He had diabetes.
	"Yeah.  No.  Heh-heh.  Fuck you."



	"I told the man.  The man Burns."
	"Yeah, but Mr. Burns can't handle the case.  Too busy.  It's been reassigned.  To me."
	"Stupid.  I must say twice?"
	"It's how we work."
	"Stupid.  Maybe I chose wrong agency."
	"Maybe."
	He stared at me.  "My wife is Evelyn.  She used to be good.  Happy.  Do this, do that.  Now she sits home and eats chocolates."
	"It happens."
	"Not her!"
	"But it has happened.  It happens.  She's depressed."
	"I see," he sneered.  "You are doctor."
	"Don't have to be," I shrugged.  "Eating chocolates."
	"Is not like you think."
	"Yeah yeah.  She fat?"
	"No."
	"So, could be worse.  Ha ha!  I'll be frank, Kshishnev."  This was not easy to say.  "I don't know what you expect us to do."
	"Learn!  Learn!"
	"Learn what?"
	"Source of sedness."
	"You ask her what's up?"
	"Yeah, sure!"
	"And?"
	"She say, 'Don't talk to me, you big fet fuck."
	She'd had a point.  From Kshishnev's being in computers I'd expected a small clever ratlike Russian like the guy now, Putin.  Instead he was of the large bearish ilk that slumps at the kitchen table in a sleeveless under-shirt, shoulder straps overwhelmed by back hair.
	"Well...we'll see," I said.



	The woman Evelyn was attractive.  I fucked her, to gain her confidence.  In bed afterward I asked what was up.
	"What do you mean what's up?"
	"I don't know.  You seem quiet."
	"We have to talk, now?"
	"I thought women liked talking."  I shrugged.  "You know, personality stuff.  So it won't be just an empty experience."
	She stared at me.
	Later I got up and looked around.  Didn't see any chocolates.



	My write-up was short since I left out the sex part, not certain it was ethical.  Hirsch read it and grunted.
	I said, "What now?"
	He shrugged.  "Beats me."
	"What do I do?"
	"I don't know.  Improvise."  He seemed nettled.  "Uncharted waters.  Wing it.  He's paying."
	I went to the Harvest House--the lunch counter at the Woolworth's, 48th and Seventh.  This was back when they still had the Harvey.  Much more reasonable than The Fiddler, on 49th.  I had ham and two eggs over with rye toast, which if you order any other kind with eggs you're an idiot, in my opinion.  I put a piece of ham on a toast half and an egg on top of that.  I drew the knife across to release the yolk--sauce of a kind.  I ate the think knife-and-fork.  The toast bottom is crunchy even buttered, even if you fork-spin a piece on puddled yolk.  And the rye seed gives the dish character.  If you go wheat or white I don't know what you've got.  Plate of shit, basically.
	I sat there chewing.  When I'd finished the open-faced ham and eggs, I peeled a mixed-berry jam and spread it on the remaining two toast halves.  Figured I'd revisit Kshishnev.



	I asked him for the names of Evelyn's friends.  He said Carol Ott was her best friend and he spelled it for me.  I didn't need him to spell Ott.  He asked if there was progress.
	"No."
	"Does she have private pain?"
	"Excuse me?"
	"Does she have private pain.  From where comes the sedness."
	I stifled a belch.  "We haven't established that yet."
	"When will you esteblish?"
	"Look, Kshishnev, I'm a private detective not the bus.  These things don't happen on a schedule."
	"But you have professional guesstimate?"  He said his t's funny, as if hid tongue liked hanging out with his teeth.
	"No, I don't have a goddamned guesstimate.  I'll keep you posted."
	"I married heppy person."
	"Yeah, well."
	Guy gave me the creeps.



	"Hey, Evelyn."
	"Oh.  You."
	"Don't get too excited."	
	"Yeah, right."
	"I found her at the bar where I'd first taled her and picked her up.  Daylight now, in there, drinking, alone.  Have I described the woman?  She was pretty but her skin had a lywer of fat that gave her features a putty look, like she got up in the morning and slapped her nose and mouth on any which way.
	I said, "When'm I gonna see you again?"
	"I'm right here right now."
	"There's seeing and there's seeing."
	"Look: don't press it."
	"I wanna press it.  I wanna jiggle it.  I wanna make it stand up and sing Rigoletto."
	"Yeah yeah."
	This went on some more, but nothing doing.  I changed tack.  "You married?"
	"Who isn't."
	"But it didn't take."
	"What do you mean it didn't take?"	
	"You don't love him."
	"Yes I do.  I loved him the minute I saw him."
	"Why."
	"Do I love him?"
	"Yeah."
	"What's it to you?"
	"I'm a student of human nature."
	"You're a student of female anatomy."
	"That too."
	She looked at me.  "He's sad."
	"Sad."
	"Yeah.  Unhappy."
	"Unhappy.  As in, sad."
	"Mm-hm.  Nobody's sad like the Russians.  Before Boris I just hung out with regular guys.  Sought solace in intercourse.  You know what solace is, you ignorant fuck?"
	"I know what the word means."
	"Because I've read and shit."
	"No, I know what the word means."
	"Well, so do I.  But it wasn't enough."
	"What wasn't enough?"
	"Have you been listening?"
	"You sought solace in intercourse."
	"Uh-huh."
	"And you felt--do I have this right?--you felt an emptiness.  So you figured, I know, I'll find a mopey-assed son of a bitch to pal around with."
	"Fuck you."
	"That'll put me right back on top.  Who needs laughs, fuck Morey Amsterdam.  I wanna bang Eyeore."
	"You understand nothing."
	"I understand that it makes no sense.  Nobody understands this shit that don't make sense.  Hence the expression It makes no sense."
	"Fuck you.  I'm tired of you."
	She was one sour broad.  "You are one sour broad."
	"Go fuck yourself on a pogo stick."



	Carol Ott was hitting thirty, hard.  When she answered the door of the house in Kew Gardens she had a kid hanging from her tit and, from the noise, at least two more playing upstairs.  Children, not tits.  She invited me in polite but hasty, like she had to get back to turn off the stove and finish a phone call and unload the dishwasher and wipe some kid's ass and then slap a chess clock.
	"What's the deal with your friend Evelyn?"
	"Are you a friend of hers?" she said. She sat behind an oilcloth-covered kitchen table, her lap bearing the baby up.  "She's never mentioned you."	
	"A new friend."  I tried to ignore the softheaded thing latched to her breast.  "I just met her at a bar and we connected.  What a great person.  I thought I should get to know her other friends."  Carol Ott twisted the baby, and his head lolled like a drunkard's.  Milk-squirt arced from her cleared nipple, drummed forward across the oilcloth, then retreated.  As Caol Ott hefted for a new grip, the baby's goggling head swing out toward me and then back, slamming her tit.  His gaping mouth re-clamped the nippe.
	"Cute kid."
	"Isn't he?  What do you mean what's up with Evelyn?"
	"She seems sad."
	"Uh-huh."
	Some thuds overhead and a shriek.  Carol Ott didn't react.
	"What do you think Evelyn's problem is?"
	"Well, you know.  You can't barhop at thirty like you did at twenty."
	"But she does.  I met her at a bar."
	"Yeah, but now it's desperate. We used to do it together.  Party party party.  Then I met Mark Ott and she met Boris.  Twenty, OK.  Thirty, you need a center."
	"What center?"
	"A center.  Like I have with Mark and the kids."
	"She has Kshishnev.  Kshishnev's not a center?"
	"Not the one she needs, I guess."	
	"Is that what I'm supposed to say?  She's got the wrong center?"
	"Say to who?"
	"People who ask, 'Hey, what's up with Evelyn?'"
	"Who asks?"
	"I do.  I just did."
	"Who are you again?"
	"I told you.  Friend of Evelyn's."
	She looked at me, eyes narrowed.  "Is somethin wrong with Evelyn?"
	"See.  You just asked me."
	"Who are you again?"



	I took the rain back to Midtown, watching the standees swaying like kelp in a tide pool.  I thought about Carol Ott and her house infested with children.  I thought about the human ear.  I thought about the time I'd gotten drunk up in Utica and staggered into an alley and lifted the galvanized lid off a garbage pail and vomited into it, and something moved inside.
	Outside the subway, at the top of the stairs, a vendor shoved a paper in my face and I shoved it back.  A block away a raspy voice said, "Got any change, buddy?  I gotta get to Chambers Street."
	"Why."
	The man worked bloodshot eyes to focus on me.  "What?"
	"Why do you gotta get to Chambers Street.  You'll still be a bum on Chambers Street."
	"Fuck you.  I hope you get ass cancer."
	People.



	The street was loud with horns, and heat waves rose stinking like selfish prayer.  This was a stupid case.  What even made it a case?  Kshishnev saying so?  With his English?  Did he even know what a case was?  Or a private eye?  Or a mystery for that matter?  Some Russian guy saying something's a mystery don't make it any mystery.  I'm sorry.  I know what a goddamned mystery is.
	I ducked into the Harvey House for more eggs.  Farm-fresh eggs, the menu said.  The word farm was supposed to make you feel good.  Maybe it does for some people.  My uncle Hal was a farmer in southern Illinois.  My folks sent me there once when they thought I should have a "fun summer."  I was ten.  Mother still thought of Hal as her little brother and not as a deranged Vietnam vet with a chip on his shoulder the size of a Zenith television set.  He'd sit at the breakfast table blowing across the rim of his coffee cup, empty eyes on me seated opposite chewing stale store-brand corn flakes.  After breakfast he'd set me to mindless chores.  Never heard him laugh but once.  There was a pony on the farm; god, I thought it was the most beautiful thing.  Big eyes, round belly.  I crawled on my stomach under the fence to get to it.  Uncle Hal was watching but didn't tell me the fence was electrified.  Well, I raised my ass up crawling and got a jolt that slammed me into the dirt.  Didn't know what'd hit me.  Raised up again and got slammed again.  Probably did it four or five times before I got the sense of it and wriggled out backward.  Uncle Hal was laughing a hard barking laugh, the same probably as when he tortured VC.  Asked me how it felt getting my ass dribbled by a stock fence.  Said he didn't know I had a thing for farms.  Called me a ground-humper.  "Young GH," he said.  "Romeo.  RJ Wagner."
	Farm?  No thanks.
	I would go tell Kshishnev there was no goddamn case.  I didn't care if Hirsch gave me hell.  I'm a private detective not a monkey clapping cymbals.



	The office of the little company Kshishnev worked for was in one of the prining buildings on 23rd Street.  Somebody at the desk said he was on lunch break and suggested I try Billy's.  I went down to the street and east on 23rd and turned up Sixth and at 24th went inside.  This was back when it was still there, Billy's Topless.  You could pass a pleasant lunch hour.  Gone now.  All gone.  What they've done to this city is a shame.
	It was cool and dark.  Men at the bar sat looking up at a waitress dancing on the bar top, heads a-weave like charmed snakes.  Kshishnev was not among them.  My eyes adjusted and I spotted him in a back booth drinking and I slipped in opposite.  He looked at me, then back down at his drink.  "Mmph," he said.
	"Hidy, Kshishnev."	
	"You."
	"Yes, me."
	"Is my fault maybe."
	"What is."
	"Evelyn.  He sighed.  "You walk in nature.  See beautiful strim.  Mountain river.  Water sparkles.  You want to kip.  Fill bucket, take beautiful water home.  What you got now.  Water.  Not sparkle-water.  Bucketwater."  He went on about bucketwater for two more drinks.  Then he told me about his childhood dog Novotny.  Novotny would look for his tail and howl.  Seeing a garden hose sent him into a frenzy.  Describing Novotny took three more drinks.  Then he told me about a cat down the street.  The nieghborhood boys would roll pieces of Scotch tape and pick up the cat and put a roll on each paw.  The set-down cat would walk in place, lifing and planting his feet "like man in deep-sea helmet."  This was where he started to lose me.
	When we left the bar Kshishnev was reeling.  On the sidewalk he blinked against the light and turned to me and hove to, bobbing on his own waves.  He stared as if trying to place me and finally said, "You have a-chee-ved your brief?"
	I sighed.  "Kshishnev, I ain't achieved shit.  I thought you'd worked this out, how your wife turned into bucketwater.  Or Novotny or something.  Look, I came here to level with you.  We don't do this.  For what you got they have marriage counselors, clergymen, shrinks.  Scams, all of them, in my opinion, but it's a free country and even foreigners and suckers and someone like you who's both can get up in the morning and hire any damn charlatan he wants and there's nobody can say him nay."
	He stared at me for a long moment.  Then he swing.  A ridiculous punch that his clenching hand grabbed from the air way behind him; and when I sidestepped, it twisted his body well round.  I purshed his near shoulder and launched a fist into his belly.  It sank in deep, flesh closing over it, and for a panicked moment I thought he might have the wherewithal to gutmuscle shut and trap my hand, making me his prisoner or perhaps twin so that the two of us would grow old together fathering separate families and pursuing separate distinguished careers but physically linked and dressing alike and posing for formal photoportraits and defecating into commodes side-by-side.
	Instead, my hand withdrew.  As Kshishnev bent hands to knees and tried to suck air I smacked down with my other hand, knuckles raking his nose.  It gouted scarlet.  He half-fell half-dat leaning backward, wearing a puzzled expression, one hand behind propping.  After a moment he swapped hands and raised the free hand to his nose.  He touched the nose, looked at the hand.  Blood on the fingers, little pebbles on the heel of the hand where it had borne his weight.  He sat forward more squarely over his ass so that he could pick the pebbles from his hand flesh, nose still gushing.
	I walked away.



	"What'd you do that for?  Where are you?  Fiddler?"
	"Harvey House."
	"OK.  You win.  I'll reassign it."
	"Reassign it?!  The case is over.  I just belted the client around.
	"Don't worry, he's a nut.  And he was drunk, he won't remember."
	"Boy, you don't quit.  Who would you put on it?  Whitliff?"
	"Yeah, have to.  Ain't got but the three ops.  Uh...uh..."  Hirsch sounded funny.
	"You OK?"	
	"Fine."	
	"Whitliff's an idiot."
	"He doesn't assault the customers."
	"Doesn't help 'em either.  The case is my aunt's balls."
	"Great.  Then Whitliff can't fuck it up."
	"You admit it's cockamamy?"
	"Ain't it obvious."
	"But I can't tell Kshishnev."
	"You did tell him."
	"When he's sober."
	"No.  Come on.  Umf..."
	"You OK?"
	"I'm fine."
	"Ah, fuck it.  OK.  I'll finish it off.  I'll fix it--Jesus, Ed; Whitliff's an idiot."
	"You're a champ."
	"Chump more like it."
	"No, no, really.  Buh."
	"Are you OK?"



	On the night train to Brighton Beach I looked at the light-box ads for Dr. Jonathan Zizmor.  Wart removal.  Picture of him, white smock, white smile.  Eyelids down-slanted, mouth showing the whole Flatbush Cemetery.  Begging to be pasted one.
	Evelyn opened the door.  She frowned, seeing me.  I tried to picture her in her nonfrowning period, back when she was mountain water.  Couldn't.  "Look," she was saying, "I'm not interested in sex at the moment."
	"Tell me what's bothering you."
	"You are."
	"Tell me what else is bothering you and I'll stop bothering you.  Listen lady, you're causing a lot of trouble.  Your husband is hiring people to find out why you're sad.  He wants you to be up, you want to be down, you're at cross-purposes.  The two of you are constipated, if you don't mind my saying so.  You're stuck.  You've got to change."
	She stared at me.  After a moment she turned and walked away but left the door open and I took it as an invitation to follow.
	She was seating herself in the living room, gazing into space.  Her hands plopped into her lap and lay there like a suicide's effects.  I stood there like a dummy and after a minute I sat too.  We listened to the traffic from Flatbush Avenue.  A siren.  Another siren.
	She spoke without looking at me.  "Who are you?"	
	"Private detective."
	"Boris hired a private detective to find out what's wrong with me?"	
	"Uh-huh."
	She smiled to herself.  "What a nut."
	"If it isn't working, why not dump him.  What is he, king of the Hottentots?"
	"I can't dump him."
	"Why not?"
	"He'd be sad."
	"He is sad.  He wouldn't smile if Jesus Christ came back and declared International Blow Job Day."
	"Fuck you."
	"On a pogo stick?"
	"No.  Regular fuck you."
	"Now you're just being contrary."
	She sighed.  More traffic.  Somewhere on the far side of the Earth the Chinese were gibbering.  After a while she opened her mouth and said, "You look at things, you know they have an inner gravity.  You can look at a table.  Something's in there."
	"In there."
	"An inner solid thing it has.  That keeps it from--floating off."
	"If you say so."
	"If it didn't have the solid thing it wouldn't be what it is.  It would be something that could change--like you think I ought to."  She almost smiled.  "He won't change.  He has that."
	"Kshishnev.  Like a table."
	"Table, chair.  A sad thing.  That keeps him solid.  Keeps him what he is.  At a certain point you realize that the sad stuff is what the world is made of.  And you stop running away from it."
	"You stay put, feeling sad."
	"You don't feel sad, you're made of sad.  Just like the table.  You accept it.  I was happy once, yeah, I guess I was happy.  But happiness fizzes off.  It goes away because it isn't real.  The sad thing lasts.  You look at it, you know it's real.  And the more reality a thing has the more it pulls at you."  Her jaw worked.  "I can't leave him because all that weight won't let me go."
	"Like planets.  Pulling.  Newton, so forth."
	"Uh-huh."
	"Yeah.  OK.  Now I get it.  Why don't you write a poem about it."
	"What?"  She finally looked at me, interested.
	"Write a poem.  Give it to Kshishnev.  Then the two of you can discuss it.  And then fuck or whatever.  Problem solved."
	"I can't write."
	"Then skip that part."


	
	I went to the office, bilious, listening as acids squeaked through turns in my gut.  It was late, after hours, but I wanted to write my final report--a blistering indictment of Ed Hirsch.  I was going to rip him for taking Kshishnev's money and mocking our charter.  We are private investigators.  We are not for rent to every depressive with a hairy back.
	I got off the elevator and stopped to work my key in the floor bolt of the double-glass doors.  Bent there, I heard moaning.  I flipped the bolt and entered and walked slowly past the receptioni desk.  I couldn't tell from whence the moans.  The odd light still on showed the leavings of the day abandoned to Ken Cassidy, who would come in about one.  The moans went on.  THey shortened, hiccuping, into sobs, and then smoothed out again.  They paused, as if to collect force, and then resumed.
	I tracked them past my office, past the kitchen alcove where coffee sat cold and burnt in the  pot, past Burns's office door open to show a Tensor lamp glaring down at an empty desktob, past Whitliff's cubicle.  I went past the two closed doors--stick man, stick woman--and past the desks where the secretary and accountant sat.  Beyond, Hirsch's door was half open.  No lights on.  Cold street light congealed inside.  The noise came from in there.
	"Ed?"  I pushed the door fully open and Hirsch looked up from behind his desk, face crumpled like a football half-deflated.  "Ed?  What the hell?"
	He sucked in mucous.  He opened one desk drawer and ducked his head as he poked around in it moaning.  He shut the drawer.  He opened another and withdrew a small packet of Kleenex and pinched one out.  He clamped his nose and blew, waggling thumb and index finger to cross-clear his nostrils.  He said, "Guh!" and his jaw hung slack as he stared at the blotter in front of him.  He winced at nothing and looked up at me.
	"You know that I am a Jew?" he wailed, and the breathed hard, in-sucks rattling across deep-strung snot.
	"Yeah."
	"And you, you're a Christian of some sort?"
	"Right."
	"And yet we are friends, are we not?  There is a connection?  Something that ties us together, sharing, buh-huh, buh-huh, sharing feelings--"
	I'd had enough of this nonsense.  "What the hell is this about, Ed?"
	"My god, how can we be connected and not me and my wife?  She's a stranger!  She's a--GLARRUP!"  A flapping in his throat like a clutch engaging.  A long outgoing sigh like the wind in high trees.  Then his shoulders bounced and he went hurfl hurfl hurfl.  He looked up at me, hurt, as if these noises were one more unfair thing.  "Pamela's leaving me!" he whinnied.  "She told me tody she's 'moving on.'  'Moving on!'  After fourteen years and two children!"
	"Waitaminute.  She's trying to dump the kids on you?"
	"What?  No no.  She's taking the kids."
	"OK."
	"But for god's sake!  Why?"
	"Why what?"
	"Why would she do it?  A good marriage, a good life, all thrown in the goddamn trash compactor!  Turned into a ton of baled crap!"
	A good marriage.  At the office Christmas party three years earlier Pamela Hirsch and I had had a few.  We'd snuck into Burns's office wearing our party hats and holding paper plates of Christmas cake frosted white and pink.  I'd hoisted Pamelas shirt and smashed the cake against her tits and fucked her, my hat's chin-string chafing my jaw.
	"Look.  It's over, Ed.  You don't dwell on the how come.  You move on, like the broad says."
	"I can't move on!  I can't move on!  I'm stuck to her!  Stuck!"



	Had the whole world gone crazy?  That night I went to the bar I go to.  I picked up a redhead.  At my place we did nasty things until orgasm grabbed us and we yelled holy hell.
	The next morning she was in her underwear at the bathroom mirror, putting on lipstic.  Her ass huing out of her panties, as asses will.  I slapped it.  The slap surprised her and the ass wobbled, unclenched.  She turned to me, laughing, teeth flashing like an ice bucket.  Man: that hair, those lips.  I yanked her panties down and fucked her again.
	Goddamn.  When I went into the office that morning I felt like a million bucks.